Political boundaries raise the important question of royal power in creating emporia. I have argued elsewhere that, for some emporia, evidence for royal initiative is weak at best. This is very different from political authorities who sought to capitalize on or control and tax trading settlements that had already come into existence. New or old evidence undermines many classic cases of purported royal foundation: the Frankish royal annalist's assertion that the king of the Danes created Haithabu by transporting merchants there by force in 808 ignores the archaeological fact that activity had started on the site a full sixty years earlier. The princely authority once credited with the even deposit of the sand layer on which Ribe was built turns out, literally, to have been wind 3 .
At the Comacchio conference, Joachim Henning showed that Baltic peasants were capable of laying out even plots of the sort frequently attributed to royal power 4 . What about Comacchio?
The new settlement was born just as nearby Ravenna's main port at Classe was fading away 5 . Comacchio sprang up some five kilometers east of the main Roman road leading from Ravenna to Spina 6 . By that road, the exarchate's capital stood over half a day's distance to the south, about thirty kilometers, if anyone traveled overland rather than by boat. Today the open salt ponds of Le Valli lie between Comacchio and Ravenna.
If they existed in our period, at some ten km across they may well have complicated getting to Comacchio by land, as indeed the curve in the Roman road suggests. In other words, Comacchio looks paradoxically close to but separated from Ravenna.
But why should one have done business in tiny Comacchio rather than Ravenna?
It cannot have been in order to get closer to a bigger population and therefore to a bigger 3 For both cases, details in McCormick, "Where do trading towns come from?", 44-46; R. Fleming also has mounted a vigorous assault on the idea of princely foundation of the Anglo-Saxon emporia: R. Fleming, "Elites, boats, and foreigners: rethinking the birth of English towns", in Città e campagna nei secoli altomedievali, 1, Spoleto, 2009 (Settimane de studio del centro italiano di studi sull'alto medioevo 56), p. 393-425. 4 Joachim Henning discussed archaeological evidence from Rügen for this in the paper he delivered at the A second systemic feature follows from the emporia's marginal location and leads to the first of the material features that characterize many of them. As Stéphane Lebecque observed, the emporia tended to be relatively isolated from densely populated areas 11 .
This seems paradoxical in the light of their commercial vocation. That necessitated markets which required significant populations. But it may well be connected with the fact that at the outset the emporia mostly lacked formal defensive structures. Building walls added to the costs of having an emporium; isolated sites in ecologically marginal zones needed less defending. Comacchio, Rialto, Torcello, Dorestad, Birka, Walcheren or Ladoga for instance, were all in some way completely or partially separated from their surrounding territories. This must have discouraged at least casual attempts at robbery or raiding. It also made it easier to police comings and goings to the site, enhancing the security of those active there, even as it may have lent the site a kind of politically neutral character such that, in some cases, they seem almost to lie in a kind of no man's land. Intensive money use brought with it another significant feature of coin circulation in the nascent trading towns: outright counterfeiting was such a part of the monetary spectrum as to rival the discrete cheating of Venetian minters. Thus nine Islamic dirhems recovered in association with a shipwreck in the port of Haithabu: on first examination, they seemed to represent a remarkable set of dirhams struck at the same time in Baghdad and which had traveled together almost to the bank of the Schlei in Jutland. But they have turned out to be counterfeits 30 . Dorestad too was no stranger to counterfeit coins 31 .
The emporia's intensive use of money thus spawned fraud. Small wonder that touchstones appear at Dorestad. They should show up on other emporium sites as well:
merchants were well-advised to test the fineness of the money that changed hands 32 .
Maybe this is another sign also that the hand of the king lay more lightly on the emporia zones, and that the currency that circulated there was less subject to royal controls. A related feature is the frequency and often sophistication of the scales and weights that occur on such sites 33 . The weight systems themselves can be tricky to reconstitute given the oxydation that often affected the objects, but they are certainly worth investigating.
Did Comacchio use a Byzantine, a Roman, a Frankish, or some other weight system or combination of systems? What does the answer to that question tell us about the economic horizons of the place, and how they may have changed over time?
Transport was essential to the trading networks that coalesced in the emporia. So the zooarchaeology of emporia should feature donkeys, mules, horses, and oxen whose relative proportions and spectrum may have changed over time. For instance, the donkeys which were scarcer than hen's teeth in Roman northern Gaul became more frequent All those barrels, amphoras and packs of goods needed to be stored somewhere before and after they changed hands and moved on to the further reaches of trading Craft production requires raw or semi-finished materials. What traces of movements of raw materials or semi-transformed goods can be detected on the ground and from written sources? As our knowledge of the emporia deepens, it will be important to fill in the picture of the feeder networks. For the furs that must have figured so prominently in the northern emporia's wares, some important insights have begun to emerge with the discovery of that refuse from a fur preparation workshop in Birka. The removal of the paws with which the pelts had arrived in Birka mark the craft site and give important information on the different species hunted; it would be highly desirable to extend the scientific analysis of these materials, for instance in testing the remains for 60 .
A southern raw material whose origins segregate promisingly between the western and central Alps is soapstone. The thermal qualities and workability of vessels made from it encouraged wide trading soapstone cookware aroaund early medieval Italy.
Advanced scientific methods distinguish the production zones. Soapstone extracted from the western Alps displays a distribution pattern geared to western and central Italy that may well reflect Tyrrhenian trading networks. 61 In our period, stoneware whose chemical From these considerations and convergent seasonal rhythms flow two important corollaries. The first is that because salt-producing, Po river transport, and Mediterranean shipping seasons mostly overlapped, it is unlikely that the same people made the salt, shipped and sold it upriver, and also sailed overseas to get long-distance goods elsewhere in Italy or further afield. In other words, the convergent seasonal ecology of these three activities imposed a specialization of labor, unlike what we see, for instance, with some ninth-century Rhenish potters who sold their own products up the Rhine. 78 Since
Comacchiesi towed their boats up the Po and presumably made the salt, these social and economic actors must have been different and coexisted simultaneously at Comacchio.
We have, on the other hand, no unambiguous references to Comacchio ships in the another, as new networks rose and old ones declined. To be able to see and track these changes, we need to quantify the visible proportions of imported and exported wares.
Most importantly, we need to quantify to be able to assess their economic significance.
Only by so doing was Janssens able to show that the Rhenish ware discovered at Haithabu, and which attracted such attention, was in fact only a very small percentage of all similar ceramic. The Rhenish vessels also showed a peculiar spatial distribution. That they concentrated in certain houses led Janssens to conclude that in all probability these finewares were not traded goods, but items that traders brought with them from the In the course of these much-to-be-desired studies, careful scholars will consider what we cannot see. Many -most?--wares likely or certainly traded through certain sites have left few obvious material traces when they were not produced on site: textiles, slaves, speciality woods, spices, furs, honey, wax, salt, perhaps even some precious ancient books if we were to suspect that a famous fifth-century manuscript of Livy was purchased at Dorestad. As unlikely a place as it might seem for a crucial link in the chain of transmission of ancient literature, the fact remains that a great ancient codex, the sole surviving witness to Livy's Fifth Decade, belonged to someone at Dorestad, whether because it had traveled there from Italy in some merchant or pilgrim's sack or because it got there in some other way. Around 800, the book was owned by a man who identifies himself, rather mysteriously, as "Theatbertus episcopus de Dorostat." 81 Among material features, the initial absence of defensive structures reflects the broader sense of security that commerce needs to flourish; the relative sizes and differing structures -polyfocal versus mononucleic-distinguish emporia, or groups of emporia, at least at some points in their existence. Trash in substantial quantities signals a denser population. How it was managed (or not), casts light on the emporia's organizational structures, while the presence of waster products from craft activity and refuse from luxury diets point to some of the residents' non-agrarian activities and unusual wealth.
Emporia feature an exceptional density of money or the precious metals which served as standards of value. Coins of distant origin appear alongside local mint production fired by concentrated demand for coins, a demand that encouraged the circulation of imitation and also counterfeit coins in these hotspots of commercial activity. This explains the need for touchstones in emporia, as well as the fine scales and weights suited to measuring coins and other precious substances that turn up there.
value that Carolingian scholars attached to ancient manuscripts, one cannot but wonder whether there was not some trade in them as well, including in the markets of the emporia. 82 The way Theatbertus describes himself suggests that he may have been of chorepiscopus (i.e. auxiliary rural bishop) assigned to Dorestad from the Utrecht see to which the port belonged.
Transport animals and gear, and the traces on human skeletons of heaving, hauling and carrying should appear regularly on trading sites because of the need to move wares. Elements of carts, boats and landing gear can be expected whether as derelict materials or recycled into other uses. So too some of the stouter containers such as barrels and amphoras as well as the occasional basket when preservation conditions allow.
Where barrels competed with amphoras, we might get some insight into the changing scale of trade, and dendrochronological analysis eventually will allow precise dating and localization of the barrels. How the containers were grouped and stored holds further insights into how early medieval people imagined and organized their commerce, as well as into its scale. The need to insure the security of the valuables that each trader brought or sought in the emporium implies locks and keys; the need to keep valuable human wares from running away explains the presence of iron shackles for the slave trade.
Weapons too were part of early medieval traders' kits.
Specialized craft production has long been a classic signal of an emporium. We would gain from trying to see the broad and changing constellation of workshops and their production activities in a particular emporium and its hinterland. The craftsmen's experience of a new, unfettered but also unsupported social context of production may well have helped elicit a new mentality and new approaches to production. The networks that supplied raw materials for the workshops ranged near and far, and are an obvious but still under-studied part of the picture.
Every emporium's activities surely followed seasonal rhythms. They need more investigation in each place, and we need to compare them among emporia and consider how they may or may not have been coordinated from trading node to trading node. European economy keep an eye on how our knowledge of the various centers grows and changes, then answers will be forthcoming. Those answers will lead to the comparative understanding, and even the historical connections among these remarkable new entities that played such an extraordinary role in the origins of medieval Europe's economic networks. However short their life span, the early medieval trading towns connected and fostered, in the long run, the economic networks that they would transform and develop into the systems that spread from Europe outward in one long and tumultuous --but continuous--process of development. This is the early face of a globalization which in some meaningful sense continues even today, relayed and reinforced by new trading worlds that emerged out of the tiny, hesitant beginnings we perceive in the emporia of early medieval Europe.
